






























































































































































INTERPRETIVE SERVICES 
The interpretive services program in Minnesota State Parks began in 1941 through the WP A 
program when guide services were offered at Itasca. The program lasted for one summer and was 
shut down due to World War II. In 194 7, Walter Breckenridge, from the Bell Museum, met with 
the state parks director and worked out an agreement to run interpretive programs in several state 
parks. In· 1972, Minnesota State Parks began their own interpretive services program. 

The Minnesota State Park and Recreation's interpretive mission is: 
"to provide accessible interpretive services which create a sense of 
stewardship for Minnesota's natural and cultural heritage by illuminating 
the changing relationships between people and landscapes over time." 

As a division 0f the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources, the Minnesota State Park system 
seeks to promote increased understanding, appreciation, and enjoyment of natural and cultural 
resources in Minnesota; assist in protecting each state park's resources; promote public 
understanding of, involvement in, and support for the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources 
and its Division of Parks and Recreation; and to increase public awareness of critical environmental 
problems on a local, state, national, and worldwide scope, as a major provider of environmental 
educational experiences. 

The park Interpretive Services chapter of this plan identifies and describes interpretive themes (or 
stories) that should be told about Nerstrand Big Woods State Park based on its natural, cultural, 
and recreational resources. The chapter recommends ways for the state park staff, park interest 
groups, and volunteers to interpret and tell those stories to the park's stakeholders. The resources 
and themes listed in this chapter reflect the importance of those stories as they fit with the 
Minnesota State Park System's Interpretive Services Plan (1995). 

The State Park Interpretive Plan was completed in 1995 and is scheduled to be updated soon. In 
this plan all state parks are evaluated by resources, audiences, and park use. The results are then 
tabulated into a rating for each park. Of the 68 state parks, 13 have year round naturalists. Ten 
other parks have summer only naturalist programs. 

Nerstrand Big Woods is rated a 3 out of a possible 5 in the overall analysis. Nerstrand Big Woods 
State Park received the highest ranking possible in representing the resource characteristics of the 
Big Wood Landscape Region. This means .that the park comes close to depicting what the original 
native vegetation of this area looked like. 

Landscape Regions provide one reference point in time to interpret what resources were here when 
Europeans arrived, how interactions petween people and the land affect each other, and why the 
landscapes look the way they do today. The natural and cultural resources of Nerstrand Big 
Woods State Park contribute significantly to telling the stories of the local area, landscape region 
and the state. 

The statewide plan recommendations for Nerstrand Big Woods State Park are: 

• a year round naturalist to be shared with Sakatah Lake and Rice Lake; 

• upgrade the amphitheater; and 
• increase nonpersonal efforts (self-guided interpretation such as exhibits or brochures). 

Most of the recommended interpretive efforts for Nerstrand Big Woods have already been 
completed. In the revision of the statewide plan, new recommendations will be made for 
Nerstrand Big Woods. 
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Interpretive Clientele 
An analysis of park use has been used to measure the present and potential audiences for 
interpretation in all Minnesota State Parks in the Interpretive Services Plan. This was based on the 
number of day use visitors, the number of campers, and the population within a 25-mile radius. 
The criterion to document additional potential users of the park's interpretive services includes 
environmental education opportunities for local schools. Nerstrand Big Woods State Park ranked 
mid-range for number of campers, low for number of day users, and high for population base 
within 25 miles, when compared to other state parks. 

Summary of Existing Interpretive Services 
Nerstrand Big Woods shares a year around Area Naturalist position with Sakatah Lake and Rice 
Lake State Parks. There is one seasonal intern naturalist shared by the three parks. Staff positions 
have been available since 1995 and are stationed at Sakatah Lake State Park. Nerstrand Big 
Woods also has volunteers who provide programs. 

Interpretive Facilities 
The visitor center was constructed in 1994/1995. An exhibit mural was completed in July, 1997 
and the supporting exhibits have been funded. A plan for the new displays in the visitor center and 
the schematic design have been developed. The building has a programming/meeting room that 
seats 40. 

An amphitheater located in the north end of the picnic area which is used for outdoor events . 
Electricity, seating for 150, a stage, and backdrop are at this location. The Friends of the Big 
Woods assisted in upgrading the amphitheater as a project in 1996. The picnic shelter, located in 
the center of the picnic grounds, is also used by various groups for environmental education and 
interpretive programming . 

Programs and Activities 
During the peak season, programs are offered at the visitor center or amphitheater by staff and 
volunteers. Personal programming includes evening campfire programs, slideshows or films, 
hikes and activities primarily on the weekends. Two to three seasonal programs are provided 
during spring wildflower and fall color weekends . 

Special events and programs include involvement with Friends of the Big Woods, The Nature 
Conservancy, The Big Woods Project, and the Cannon River Watershed Partnership. Special 
events have included: the Storytelling Festival, 50th Anniversary event, Volksmarch, Holiday in 
the Big Woods, and the All in the Big Woods Program Series. 

Teacher training and other school related programming include: Project WET, Leopold Project 
training, and the School Nature Area Program (SNAP) training. Through a SNAP grant at 
Nerstrand Elementary School, a curriculum for K-6 was developed for the park. Northfield 
middle school conducts an orienteering event each spring. Many other schools, colleges, and 
universities visit for spring wildflower field trips, bird surveys, and general study of the woods . 

Although Nerstrand Big Woods is an important environmental education site in the region, staffing 
limitations do not allow for naturalist lead programming for schools. Interpretive efforts are 
focused on teacher training, general group orientation, and nonpersonal materials. River Bend 
Nature Center, in Faribault, is recommended for schools that want sup~rvised environmental 
education experiences. Limited off-site programs .or bus tours have been lead by park interpretive 
staff, however, several volunteer programs go into the area schools for tr;.~e planting orientation 
and pre-field trip visits. -~~ . 
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Trails, Exhibits, AV Materials and Publications 
No interpretive trails exist at this time, however, it has been identified as a follow-up to the exhibit 
currently in progress at the visitor center. 

A kiosk of spring and summer plants is located in the picnic area. There is also a sign identifying a 
lightning strike on a tree, and a prairie restoration sign in the southwest comer of the park. 

Park specific publications include: a Minnesota: dwarf trout lily brochure, Wildflowers of the Big 
Woods, and Birds of the Big Woods. 

A new brochure has been funded by a Learn and Serve America grant acquired by Nerstrand 
School. The brochure interprets the native landscaping around the new visitor center and the 
participation by local students. It is also designed to recruit new students to the local Nerstrand 
School. 

Like all Minnesota state parks, Nerstrand Big Woods offers the Junior Naturalist Program and 
offers the series of Explorer Activity books for children through the Nature Store. 

Area Interpretive Opportunities 
There are several organizations in the area that provide environmental education or historical and 
cultural education facilities or programs. Some of the area opportunities include: the River Bend 
Nature Center, The Nature Conservancy, Division of Forestry, The Big Woods Project, Rice 
County Extension Service, Department of Agriculture, Cannon River Watershed· Partnership, and 
the Rice County Historical Society. 

The city of Faribault, River Bend Nature Center, provides environmental education programs for 
about 5,000 students each year. The 600 acre facility also offers family programs 3 out of 4 
weekends each month and is located approximately 15 miles from Nerstrand Big Woods State 
Park. 

The Nature Conservancy offers three large field trips each year and several smaller tours in the 
park and surrounding area. They have also worked together with park staff to put on program 
series and special events. · 

School groups and park visitors also tour many of the area historical interpretive facilities. The 
Northfield Historical Society has a museum and gallery interpreting the history of the Jesse James 
gang and its role in Northfield. The Rice County Historical Society Museum is located in Faribault 
and is open Monday through Friday for visitors. The historic Alexander Faribault House, located 
in Faribault, is open for tours by· appointment. 
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Interpretive Themes 

Primary Themes 
Primary themes are the main stories of the park. Some primary themes are listed below; park 
specific themes are at the top of each category and statewide themes are toward the bottom of each 
section. *Denotes higher priority themes. 

Cultural 
* How does woodlot management and logging play a part in park history? 

• How are sustainable farming methods being used for the Big Woods Dairy Farm Project? 

• Who were the earliest people to live in the Big Woods? 

• European settlers and agricultural development changed the Big Woods. 

• Why was Nerstrand Big Woods State Park begun? 

• What is the mission of Nerstrand Big Woods State Park? 

• How big woods environmental groups work together to protect the landscape. (Cannon River 
Watershed, Friends of Seven mile Woods, Friends of Nerstrand Big Woods State Park, 
Friends of the Cannon River Wilderness Park, the Big Woods Project group, etc.) 

• How are plants used for medicines, today and in the past? 

• The inspirational qualities of nature, solitude, and open places are vividly portrayed in poetry, 
literature, and art. 

• Have our views of natural resources and state parks changed? 

Geologic and Hydrologic 
* Rock derived from ancient inland seas can be seen in exposed bedrock in Nerstrand Big 

Woods (Platteville limestone, Shakopee dolomite, St. Peter sandstone, and Galena limestone). 

• Did glacier meltwaters shape the Big Woods area? 
• How was Prairie Creek formed? 

• Fossils found in Nerstrand Big Woods chronicle past environment and events .. 

• What role does groundwater levels play in providing water supplies? (they vary from 100-150 
feet deep in the park to 200-300 feet outside the park). 

• How geology affects stream characteristics and water quality? 

Biologic 
* r What is the Big Woods ecosystem? 

* Why is it important to protect rare species and natural communities in the area? 

* · How are Old Growth Forests managed at Nerstrand Big Woods? 

* How are spring ephemeral wildflowers adapted to take advantage of conditions in Nerstrand 

Big Woods? 

• What is the significance of the Minnesota dwarf trout lily? 

• What do we know about the pre-European vegetation and how does it affect park management 
decisions. 1

'k .!{ 
• How will the park be managing restoration? 
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• How do activities outside of the park affect the park (and vise-versa)? 

• Are white-tailed deer and other wildlife managed at Nerstrand Big Woods? 
• There is connection between Nerstrand Big Woods and tropical rain forests. 
• Why is Nerstrand Big Woods important to forest bird conservation in southeastern Minnesota? 

/ 

• The park is a place to view and learn about wildlife. 

• Many different species of trees live in the park and show a diversity of colors in the fall. 

• Seven species of frogs and toads can be found in the park. 

• Micro environments: a critical component for species survival. 

• What is Oak Savanna? 

• What is Prairie? 

• What do we know about songbird and butterfly migration? 

• Alien plants degrade native ecosystems. 

• Research has played an important role in protecting the environment. 

• State parks provide bluebird habitat. 

• How does wildlife adapt to changing seasons? 

• How important is recycling in nature? 

• Insects and big invertebrates play an important role in the food chain. 
• What is the importance of a "bigger" Big Woods? 

Recreation 
• Young people can enjoy the out-of-doors at Nerstrand Big Woods. 

• Nerstrand Big Woods provides some of the best areas for watching forest interior birds. 

• Nerstrand Big Woods wildflowers offer great photo opportunities. 

• Tips for hiking at Nerstrand Big Woods State Park. 

• Skiing and snowmobiling in the park and surrounding area. 

• How to be a courteous and responsible camper. 

• How does recreation affect the environment? 
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Interpretive Service Actions 
Note: The following action recommendations are not in priority order. 
Facilities and Self-guided Trails 
• Action 1: Develop interpretive displays that include historical aspects . 

• Action 2: Provide a bulletin board/display in the visitor center for information 
and projects relevant to the park . 

• Action 3: Develop a self-guided trail near the visitor center. The self-guided trail 
should be part of a "package" that comprehensively tells the story of the visitor center, the 
landscaping and the big woods. Inclu~e maintenance needs in the plan. 

Brochures, Guides and AV materials 
• Action 4: Provi<Je interpretive materials for a variety of interpretive themes. 

Many interpretive themes were developed for the park, see the list on preceding pages. To 
interpret the themes a variety of techniques could be used including having binoculars, 
wildflower books, and bird song tapes available for check out in backpacks with interpretive 
materials insi~e. The bird and wildflower brochures need updating . 

• Action 5: Create teacher guides on various topics. 

Exhibits and Kiosks 
• Action 6: Develop an exhibit or other non-personal interpretive material to 

explain the Big Woods Dairy Farm . 

• Action 7: Redesign Hidden Falls observation area to enhance visitor 
experience, reduce negative impacts to vegetation, and erosion, and include 
interpretation of the geologic feature. 

• Action 8: Install interpretive signs in the landscaping around the visitor center 
that connect themes from the indoor exhibit and self-guided trail. 

• r Action 9: Other signs to included: resource management practices or natural 
occurrence on a season or semi-permanent basis. 

Naturalist Staff and Programs 
• Action 10: Develop a Park Interpretive Plan. 

• Action 11: The need for a seasonal interpretive support position will be 
reviewed over the next ten years, as part of the statewide interpretive plan . 

• Action 12: Special events developed through partnershilii with other groups 
need to be considered: wildlife census, wildflowers, trees, music, 
recreational themes. ~ 
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• Action 13: Naturalist staff will work with park managers to seek a volunteer 

1 coordinator(s). 

• Action 14: In cooperation with the dairy farm family, make use of this unique • 
interpretive opportunity. . 
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OPERATIONS, STAFFING, & COSTS 
Operations and Staffing 
Nerstrand Big Woods State Park operations are minimally implemented with present staff levels. 
Resource degradation from minimal maintenance is occurring in some area; for example building 
maintenance and trail maintenance. Several actions in the plan would require additional staffing . 

There are a number of recommendations which will result in the need for additional staff, mainly 
maintenance hours, for trail restoration projects and resource management activities. Resource 
management staff time, both regional and park level, will need to be expanded if the resource 
management recommendations are to be implemented. Currently, enforcement problems are 
minimal in the park. Future enforcement efforts should be focused on heavy use weekends. 
Enforcement and interpretive efforts .(personal and non-personal) should emphasize ways to protect 
the park's natural and cultural resources and reduce impacts on resources. This could become 
increasingly important if future unauthorized bike trail use increases significantly. Interpretive 
staffing needs are likely to increase as attendance and visitor center use increases. 

Many of the development proposals would have initial start-up expenses with additional long term 
maintenance expenses. Some of the proposals could be developed with minimal expenses using 
alternative labor, for example: 

Friends of Nerstrand Big Woods State Park group 
Sentence to Service (STS) 
Minnesota Conservation Corps (MCC) 
Other Volunteers 

For example, the STS crews could assist in completing construction on the proposed trail changes. 
This would result in minimal impact on the park operating budget for construction, however, there 
would still be ongoing maintenance costs. 

The Division of Parks and Recreation will experience increased staffing needs and work loads as a 
result of plan implementation. Other DNR disciplines may also experience some increased work 
load in the implementation of certain recommended actions. For example; the Division of 
Enforcement, the Division of Forestry, the Division of Trails and Waterways, the Division of Fish 
and Wildlife, the Division of Waters, the Bureau of Engineering, and the Bureau of Real Estate 
Management, may experience increased work loads as a result of increased recreational and 
resource management opportunities and resolution of land issues. Local representatives of these 
disciplines participated in the planning process and are familiar with what their role may be in the 
future. 

Costs 
Operational Costs 
If all the actions and recommendations in this park plan were implemented, the park's annual 
operational costs would need to be significantly increased. The level or amount of this increase is 
difficult to estimate because many of the recommendations are too general to base estimates on at 
this time. However, the increase in staffing outlined in the previous sections (seasonal 
maintenance buildings and grounds worker, approximately $13,000; and interpretive and resource 
management seasonal and/or shared part-time, approximately $19,000) combined with a review of 
the development projects outlined below, suggests the park's annual op~Jating budget would be 
increased by 15 to 25 % . /i · 
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Development Costs 
The following list represents those actions which have development cost implications. The total 
cost to implement these actions is estimated at $1.5 million, in 1998 dollars. This estimate was 
generated as part of the planning process and has a significant margin of error because a variety of 
assumptions were made related to unknown variables (site specific soil conditions, decisions 
related to site design, septic system selection, distance to electrical service etc.). 

1. Develop 3-5 park specific brochures on natural and cultural resource themes of the park. 
2. Conduct and interpret biological surveys and monitoring programs (including erosion prone 

sites). 
3. Restore and interpret degraded natural communities and remove undesirable exotic species. 
4. Restore and interpret vegetation in old fields and homesteads. 
5. Develop park database and GIS of natural and cultural resources. 
6. Develop and implement a fire management plan. 
7. Develop and interpret a long term vegetation management plan, looking 50-100 years ahead. 
8. Plant native trees and shrubs in all of the campgrounds and in the picnic area. 
9. Conduct cultural resource surveys, especially in proposed development areas. 
10. Continue planting native plants for landscaping. 
11. Work with archaeologists to determine if mitigation is needed for identified cultural sites. 
12. Design and implement a plan to reduce compaction in the picnic grounds. 
13. Develop a restoration plan for the Big Woods Dairy. 
14. At the end of the lease, plant natural vegetation at the Big Woods Dairy. 
15. Restore or eliminate degraded campsites in the main campgrounds. 
16. Relocate and improve the river crossing (bridge), trails and overlooks at Hidden Falls. 
17. Implement recommended trail changes and trail restoration projects . 
18. Install parking lot light (and/or low level walkway lights). 
19. Improve trail signage and assurance markers. 
20. Construct a hard surfaced accessible interpretive trail near visitor center. 
21. Relocate the group campground to the east if land becomes available. 
22. Construct a new shelter in the group camp if it is relocated. 
23. Provide additional electrical hook-ups in the campground. 
24. Remodel and bring campground sanitation building and picnic shelter up to accessibility code. 
25. Construct a new maintenance garage/shop facility. 
26. Develop a display area to exhibit projects by schools and other partnerships 
27. Develop interpretive sign near Hidden Falls. 
28. Create teachers guides. 
29. Develop interpretive trail materials beginning at the visitor center/ native landscaping project. 
30. Develop interpretive exhibits on the park's cultural resource themes. 
31. Hold several special events each year. 
32. Develop a park specific Interpretive Plan and Resource Management Plan. 

Acquisition 
All acquisition projects will be placed in priority order with other state park acquisition projects. 
The total cost to complete this acquisition is estimated at$ 4 million (1998 values; no appraisal 
work done). 

1. Purchase private, county, and federal land (approximately 1,228 acres at approximately 
$2 million) in existing statutory boundary. 

2. Purchase the Trust Fund Land (approximately 460 acres, plus timber value, at approximately 
$1.7 million). 

3. Purchase private, county, and federal land (approximately 160 acres at approximately 
$320,000) in proposed statutory boundary. 
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PLAN MODIFICATION PROCESS 
State Park Management Plans document a partnership-based planning process and the 
recommended actions resulting from that process. These comprehensive plans recognize that all 
aspects of park management are interrelated, and that management recommendations should also be 
interrelated . 

Planning is an ongoing process and the written plan must be regularly revised if it is going to have 
continuing value. Over time, conditions change that affect some of the plan recommendations or, 
in extreme cases, an entire plan. Plans need to recognize changing conditions and be flexible 
enough to allow for modifications as needed. 

For the purpose of this plan we will differentiate between less controversial plan revisions and 
major plan amendments. Minor plan revisions can generally be made ·within the Division of Parks 
and Recreation. If a proposed change to a management plan meets any of the criteria below, it 
must follow the Plan Amendment Process. To maintain consistency among the plans and 
processes, all revisions and amendments should be coordinated through the Division of Parks and 
Recreation planning section. Requests for modifications should be directed to the Division of 
Parks and Recreation Planning Manager at the central office . 

Major Plan Amendments 
Proposed Plan Change Amendment Process Criteria 

If a proposed change meets any of the following criteria, it must be approved through the 
amendment process below. 

The proposed change: 

1. Alters the park mission, vision, goals, or specific management objectives outlined in the plan; 
or 

2. Is controversial among elected officials and boards, park user groups, the public, other DNR 
divisions, or state agencies. 

Management Plan Amendment Process 

1. Division of Parks and Recreation Initial Step: Review plan amendment at park and regional 
level. Determine which stakeholders potentially have a major concern and how those concerns 
should be addressed. If the major concerns are within the Division of Parks and Recreation, the 
is

1
sue should be resolved within the division. Review proposed approach with central office 

managers. 

2. If the proposed change issue is between DNR Divisions, the issue should be resolved by staff 
and approved by the Division Directors. This may require one or two area/regional integrated 
resources management team meetings. The Division Directors will determine whether the 
proposed changes should go through the departmental (CTECH/Senior Manager) review process. 

3. If the proposed change issue is between state agencies, the issue should be resolved by staff 
from both agencies and approved by the Division of Parks Director. 

4. If the proposed change is potentially controversial among elected boards. park user groups. or 
the public, should discuss the proposed change and hold an open hous~forum which is advertised 
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in the local and regional area. Following the open house, the Division of Parks Director will 
determine whether the proposed change should be reviewed by the department. 

5. All plan amendments should be coordinated. documented, and distributed by the Division of 
Parks planning staff. 

Plan Revisions 
If a plan change is recommended that does not meet the amendment criteria above and generally 
fqllows the intent of the park management plan (through mission, vision, goals, and objectives), 
the Division of Parks has the discretion to modify the plan without a major planning process. 

Revisions related to Physical Development Constraints and Resource 
Protection 
Detailed engineering and design work may not allow the development exactly as it is outlined in the 
plan. A relatively minor modification, such as moving a proposed building site to accommodate 
various physical concerns, is not uncommon. Plans should outline a general direction and 
document general "area" for development rather than specific locations. For the most part, plans 
are conceptual, not detailed-oriented. Prior to development, proposed development sites are 
examined for the presence of protected Minnesota Natural Heritage Program elements and 
historicaVarchaeological sites. If any are found, the planned project may have to be revised to 
accommodate the protection of these resources. 

Program ChapterRevisions 
The resource management section (Natural and Cultural Resource Objectives and Integrated 
Management page 61) and Interpretive Services chapter should be updated periodically as needed. 
Division of Parks and Recreation Resource Management and Interpretive staff will determine when 

· an update is needed and coordinate the revision with the park planning section. Program chapters 
should be rewritten in a format consistent with the plan as originally approved by the DNR. To 
retain consistency, park planning staff should be involved in chapter revision review, editing and 
distribution. These chapters can be used as a basis for developing a more detailed resource 
management plan and an interpretive plan. 
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